T he reader is warned that this will not be a comprehensive review of Professor Altick's fascinating history of London exhibitions from 1600 through 1862. Instead, it seems appropriate for us to take a Blake's-eye view of the proceedings; to ask what The Shows of London has to tell us about the life of the great city in which Blake lived and moved. Although the results are necessarily speculative-Blake's name is mentioned only once in the book (p. 408)--they are, I think, worthwhile. Blake was, as we have come to realize more and more, a man very much in his time; and Altick's richly informative history gives us, both in its text and in its wealth of illustration, much to imagine about what Blake could have seen and heard. --And, after all, "What is now proved was once, only imagin'd."
Could Blake have seen a real Tyger, 1 whatever the explanation of the enigmatic nature of his design? Perhaps the likeliest place was the menagerie at E xeter E xchange, where George Stubbs bought a dead tiger for his anatomical investigations (p. 39). That was presumably in the late 1770's, though Altick does not give a date; there were tigers at the E xeter E xchange again in 1797, and elephants as well. Was Blake interested in spectacles such as the Phantasmagoria and the E idophusikon? The Phantasmagoria and its successors (pp. 217-220) depended for their effect on magic lantern projections in a dark room, and this may well have been too mechanical for Blake's taste. The Eidophysikon was another matter, involving brilliant artifice rather than thrilling illusion. Performances usually culminated with the Pandemonium scene of Paradise Lpst, a subject to which Loutherbourg brought the same inventiveness that he displayed as Garrick's scene designer. Drawing upon the supposed eyewitness account of William Henry Pyne, Altick describes the effect as follows:
'Here, in the fore-ground of a vista, stretching an immeasurable length between mountains, ignited from their bases to their lofty summits, with many-coloured flame, a chaotic mass rose in dark majesty, which gradually assumed form until it stood, the interior of a vast temple of gorgeous architecture, bright as molten brass, seemingly composed of unconsuming and unquenchable fire.' . . .In this palace of the devils, serpents were entwined around the Doric pillars, and as the fires rose the intense red gave way to a transparent white, 'expressing thereby the effect of fire upon metal' . . . Although Reynolds and Gainsborough were among the early admirers of the Eidophusikon, the five shilling admission price probably put the show beyond Blake's means in 1781; there were, however, more popularly priced productions at Exeter Change in 1786 and at Spring Gardens in 1793. Loutherbourg's device was in its way a work of composite art, and of the various pre-cinematic inventions discussed by Altick, the Eidophusikon is by far the most interesting.
The Shows of London is also generous in its descriptions of places in which exhibitions took place or which were themselves exhibitions. Among these are Vauxhall, Ranelagh, the Temple of Flora, and Apollo Gardens, all alluded to in Blake's works. At the time when Miss Gittipin enviously said "There they go in Post chaises & Stages to Vauxhall & Ranelagh" (E 447), these were indeed places of resort with certain pretensions--Vauxhall even had a picture gallery of works on Shakespearean subjects. But by the early nineteenth century, "Vauxhall's developing reputation for occasional riotousness and licentiousness (it became something of a summer retreat for a class of women then known by the erudite euphemism of 'Paphians') eventually sped its decline" (p. 320). Ranelagh, celebrated for its immense rotunda and for a fireworks show which depicted the Cyclops forging Mars's armor in the cave of Vulcan, closed in 1803. Fittingly it is one of the places from which Hand rises up against Los in Jerusalem 8:1-2 (E 149). As for the Temple of Flora and the Apollo Gardens, Altick's information usefully supplements that previously given by David V. Erdman. Only two chapters of The Shows of London are about paintings; although this probably gives the subject the relative importance it had in relation to Londoners' other showgoing tastes, a full length history of London art exhibitions has yet to be written. Among the events described by Altick, the Orleans shows of 1793 and of 1798-99 stand out in importance. The first is characterized as "the first exhibition of Old Masters ever held in England"; consisting of Flemish, Dutch, and German paintings, it had an enormous success and attracted more than two thousand people during its last week alone. The second comprised the French and Italian paintings acquired for the Bridgewater, Carlisle, and Gower collections.
It is hard to believe that Blake would not have taken the opportunity to see these treasures, and it is a pity that we do not have his response as we do Hazlitt's: The Shows of Lon don is of course much more than a compendium of information about London exhibitions It is a study in cultural history, one which might take for its motto "By their amusements shall ye know them." All who visit Altick's Panorama will, like their counterparts of the eighteenth and nineteenth centuries, find both pleasure and instruction.
On this subject, see also John Buck, "Miss Grogqery," Blake Newsletter, 2 
